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INVOLVE FAMILY ELDERS TO ADD MEANING TO HOLIDAY CELEBRATIONS
By Brenda Day 
University Relations
Holidays may be some of the few times during the year when we gather with family 
members from several generations, and many of us are searching for ways to gain sustenance from 
the time together other than getting stuffed at big family dinners.
For more meaningful holidays, tap into the experience of older generations, says Cindy 
Garthwait, chair of The University of Montana-Missoula’s Department of Social Work. They can 
contribute in ways that make holiday gatherings richer experiences for everyone.
When planning, have family elders share stories about special past holidays and ask them 
what has been missing for them in more recent celebrations. What they tell you can provide ideas 
for developing informal, less elaborate traditions that avoid commercialism to some degree and 
make holiday celebrations special.
For example, Garthwait says, elders often are the keepers of family photos. Ask them if 
they would be willing to bring a few family photos, and then provide time for them to share some 
stories about the events or people in the photos. Asking older family members to give the gift of 
sharing family photos and stories may help alleviate anxiety they might have about being 
physically or financially unable to shop for presents -  which probably would not provide as much
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meaning to the family celebration.
Some older family members use the holidays to pass on family heirlooms, such as 
Grandpa’s old tools or Great-Grandma’s glassware. These gifts can provide another opportunity 
to share family stories, Garthwait says. A history of the item also adds something special for the 
gift’s recipient. Remember that acknowledgment of gifts is very important to older family 
members, she says, so take time after the holidays to write them a thank-you note.
Planning for environmental adaptations that make it easier for older family members to 
participate is important. An older person who withdraws at holiday gatherings may do so because 
he or she can’t hear well. Older people, who may hear you well when you visit with them one on 
one, often aren’t able to hear well in all the hubbub o f the holidays. Those favorite holiday songs 
or a television set yammering in the comer of the room may not bother younger family members, 
but the background noise may prevent older family members from joining in. Elders who live 
alone and seldom get out into large groups also may need a place to retreat to when the festivities 
become too much for them, Garthwait says.
If you plan to give presents to older people, keep the gifts simple, she says, because older 
family members often have moved to homes where they have limited space, and many are at a 
stage of life where they want to get rid of things. Garthwait says older people often enjoy items 
that are made by younger family members and children. Gift certificates and postage stamps are 
always appreciated. Think of prepaid services you can give them, such as snow shoveling or 
house cleaning. Or pay attention to products that they like to eat or that they use on a regular 
basis and give them in a small basket or decorative box.
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"Maybe you know they love macadamia nuts, and that the nuts are a luxury for them," 
Garthwait says. "Give them macadamia nuts."
If you know older people in your community who will be alone during the holidays, think 
of ways to include them. Consider taking them home-baked goodies or a simple homemade 
decoration. Don’t forget to take the kids when you go to visit, Garthwait says. Most older people 
love to see small children.
"And please remember these people after the holidays," she says. "I worked at a nursing 
home for years, and we used to wonder where all the people that came to visit on holidays were 
during the rest of the year."
Finally, Garthwait says, it is important to know that holidays can have a negative side — 
especially if we set up expectations and are let down when the expected doesn’t happen.
"Remember, it is not your responsibility to make the holidays work for everyone," she 
says. "The important thing is to see the holiday gathering not as an event or an obligation, but as a 
time to nourish relationships."
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